Journal of Accountancy
Volume 44

Issue 4

Article 4

10-1927

Editorial
A. P. Richardson

Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jofa
Part of the Accounting Commons

Recommended Citation
Richardson, A. P. (1927) "Editorial," Journal of Accountancy: Vol. 44 : Iss. 4 , Article 4.
Available at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jofa/vol44/iss4/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Archival Digital Accounting Collection at eGrove. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Journal of Accountancy by an authorized editor of eGrove. For more information,
please contact egrove@olemiss.edu.

The Journal of Accountancy
Official Organ of the American Institute of Accountants
a. p.

Richardson, Editor

EDITORIAL
As the accountant of today develops
from the accountant of yesterday he
comes into a new world in which at
times he may not feel quite at home. The duties devolving upon
the modern practitioner are so widely different in variety and
extent from those of even the generation next precedent that there
is often a sense of uncertainty as to how far the new ideas may be
carried without endangering the whole profession. The account
ant today is not merely an auditor. He has become almost a
fiscal advisor and he is expected to do for his client a host of things
which would have seemed highly improper to the accountant of
the nineteenth century. All this makes for peril. It is inevitable
that some ambitious souls should arrogate to themselves a breadth
of activity utterly absurd. There have been men who apparently
believed that it was their bounden duty and privilege to rearrange
not only the accounts of clients but to shatter and then regather
the fragments of business methods, finance, and even the personal
habits of every member of the client’s firm and staff. There is in
this belief an immanent risk of becoming a pestiferous busybody.
Lawyers are exposed to the same temptation and they do not
always resist. Everybody has heard of lawyers who were
unable to find the line dividing professional advice and offensive
meddling. Accountants are in a fair way to furnish some similar
examples of excessive zeal. And it is all due to the ex
traordinary expansion of the field of what we call accountancy,
although it must be confessed that some of the things which a
client demands are not even distantly akin to accounts. It
seems that the business man has been somewhat overwhelmed
himself by the marvelous developments of these latter days,
and he is inclined to seek advice upon a kind of subjects which
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he would have felt quite competent to decide without assistance
in the simpler times of small adventures. The truth is that
the world, as it comes into the age of commerce, is not
altogether sure of itself and everyone feels a little tremor of doubt
about what may be ahead. It is too early in the new era for men
to have complete assurance and we are all given to the seeking of
advice. That is why lawyer, accountant, engineer and others of
like ability are often encouraged to dispense advice with an unwar
ranted liberality. The client may and does ask for opinions on a
great range of subjects. If a professional man can answer with
any semblance of authority he should do so, but that is not to say
that the lawyer or accountant should assume ghostly prerogatives
or the rô1e of paternal mentor.

It is not always easy, however, to deter
mine propriety or impropriety in the
advisory relationship between accountant and client. It may be a safe rule to refrain from expressing
any opinion unless the client specifically requests advice, but such
a limitation is scarcely compatible with a fine sense of professional
duty. There may be occasion for a word of warning or a con
structive suggestion which, if adopted, would mean success instead
of failure. An accountant who would not give such admonition
because his advice had not been sought would be remiss indeed.
The trouble is that the accountant is apt to lose a proper sense of
proportion and to think that trifles have a significance quite
beyond the actual. The middle course between meddlesomeness
and extreme reticence can be found only by cultivating the ability
to view things in the large and to distinguish what is of real worth.
As an illustration of the kind of advice which is sometimes re
quired, consider the question of investments. It is quite the
common practice in a good part of the country for an accountant
to assume a certain amount of moral responsibility for the validity
and value of the client’s investments, especially in stocks and
bonds of unrelated corporations. He is expected to know whether
the securities held are sound or not, to suggest changes in the list
if he finds any weakness there, and even to recommend the pur
chase of other securities if a chance of greater profit occurs. This
is dangerous ground for the accountant. To know the true value
of any stock or bond is not altogether impossible; but to foretell
the fluctuations of the market whereon such securities are bought
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or sold is the wildest kind of foolishness. In most cases the ac
countant can not be expected to know any more about the in
herent value of securities than any other man knows, and it seems
that he should resist all attempts to drag him into giving opinions
upon so vague a subject. If he render advice and if it be adopted
he will be accused of high crime should the investment fall short of
expectation; and if it succeed he will not receive the credit.
People who are fortunate in speculation or investment almost
invariably forget the advice which may have been the basis of
their success and come to the conclusion that they are really
remarkably clever. Giving advice on investment is not only
dangerous but a thankless thing as well. The accountant who
is wise will decline to undertake the selection of securities. That
is one of the chief duties of the directors and they should not be
relieved of it.
This is a matter closely related to the
Concerning
question of the professional man’s cour
Backbones
age—or perhaps we should say every
man’s courage, for it is not only the member of a learned profes
sion whose spine seems sometimes to need reinforcement. There
are jelly-fish in every sea. If the courage of the average man were
as great as the boldness of his protestations there would be no mis
understanding in the world. Everyone would know what his
neighbor thought and how he would act, and this would tend
toward peace and harmony. The lack of frankness is so general
that nobody knows what anybody thinks or how anyone will act.
It is indubitable that the accountant needs courage as much as the
next man. Some unkind people say that the accountant is less
courageous than any other professional man. But that is not
merited. There have been, there are, there always will be some
creatures in every class whose ability to walk erect is a constant
miracle—there is no apparent check to their crumpling flat.
Some of these members of the invertebrate kingdom are cata
logued among the accountants, some among the business men,
some among the bankers. No vocation is entirely without them.
Not long ago a group of men met to discuss the relationship be
tween accountants and bankers. A banker said it seemed to him
that the borrower should be compelled to submit an accountant’s
certificate with his application for credit. To this an accountant
replied that if the bankers would insist the thing would be done:
the accountants were willing enough but they had no power to
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compel. Then another banker, who had brought his backbone
with him, said: “It’s all very well to talk about insisting on
audited statements. We want them, of course. But the truth is
that we haven’t the courage to demand them. We are all so
afraid of losing a customer that we tolerate slipshod methods and
we do not require the means of safety which our common-sense
points out.’’ These remarks are quoted to show that spinelessness
is not universal among bankers. Here was one who was not
afraid to tell the truth. The incident reveals, however, that the
banking business is not quite as splendid and firm for the right as
it might be. This is a little astonishing because the development
of credit today is so stupendous that the banker has a part in every
undertaking and he may do almost what he will to reform and
strengthen financial and commercial affairs. It does not seem
reasonable that the fear of losing a customer or ten customers
should interfere with insistence upon observance of every means
of safety; yet everyone who is familiar with the existing conditions
knows that what the banker said is true. The explanation of the
matter is that there are bankers so lacking in the element of
courage, without which the greatest accomplishment can never
be, that they hamper those of their own household who have a
firm grasp of sound principles. But the bankers are not
alone.

It is always with the accountant that
this magazine is most concerned, and
when pusillanimity is discussed it is in
the weakminded in this profession that the interest centers. Are
there accountants who have no spine? How may they be known?
These are foolish questions, no doubt. Of course all the members
of the profession are not equally bold. Some are sadly trepid.
They may be known like every other kind of man by their works,
not by their words. Indeed it is generally safe to infer that the
man who is loudest in his boasting of bravery is the softest citizen
in the community. Let an accountant proclaim his independence
and his rectitude but vehemently enough, and we may safely set
him down as the one man who above all others will do exactly as
the client desires, even to the extent of misrepresentation. This
rule is never known to fail. From Gascony to Galveston the
shouting saint is the supine sinner. We are speaking now of
accountants, but let the category be changed how one will, the
Professional
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rule applies with equal exactness. It sometimes seems that the
willingness of the American man to tolerate abuses simply from
his dislike for complaining is nothing more noble than an easy
going indolence which is a first cousin of cowardice. We have
said that a banker’s lack of courage is not readily excusable.
The same thing might be said of the accountant. He is in a most
favored position and his indifference to the falling of the chips
should be complete. He is not expected to deal with anything
except facts. Facts are things done. They can not be undone.
Whatever the accountant may say should be based solely on fact.
Why, then, should he fear to tell the truth without respect of
persons or feelings? In most cases he does not hesitate to deal
fairly and frankly; but we are considering now the weakling who
trembles on the brink of complaisance. The question then is,
Why complaisant? The answer is: For very much the same
reason that influences the banker to be infirm at times—that is the
fear of losing a client. So we come back at last to the cashier’s
desk for our reasons why things are not better. It is very sordid
and wrong. Nobody should care at all about money matters;
but while the righteous are being self-satisfied and very su
perior it may be well to remember that the dollar is a terribly
alluring thing to some folk. They can not cast it out of their
reckoning. Then some one will say: The man who loves money
for money’s sake has no place in the professions. True enough,
and to this everyone will assent, except those who still think that
they can serve two masters.

It must not be inferred from the open
confession of the foregoing paragraphs
that the accountant is an offender above
all other men. As a matter of plain truth we are rather inclined to
the belief that the accountant, take him for all in all, is a better
man than most and his courage is of a high order. The poor
creatures who lack vigor and power do not set the pace for the
rest of the profession. Statements made recently to the effect
that the average accountant dares not stand up for his convictions
are so general and indefinite that they are certain to find a ready
acceptance. It is well known that broad and inclusive condemna
tions are accepted with utter credulity. Say that a man, John
Doe, is a weak and vacillating crooker of the knee, that his word
is wind and his bond water—it will be necessary to produce some
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proof that these things are so. Say that a whole profession con
sists of groundlings, and people will accept the assertion without
any supporting evidence whatsoever. In other words it is the
safest and most effective method of libel to damn in the mass.
Not long ago a speaker alleged that all accountants were unworthy
of trust. He did not proffer details. He merely consigned the
whole profession to perdition; and the slander might have gone
unchallenged had not the remarks been printed in a paper which
came to the attention of authorities who would and could demand
an explanation—which, of course, would never overtake the effect
of the original falsehood. While we are thinking about the beauty
of courage, what shall be said of the valiant gentleman who made
this speech? However, one need not lie awake to worry about the
vaporings of imaginative orators. Most oratory is a delight
chiefly to its fount. It is to the general question of the courage of
the average man, whether accountant or cobbler, that the present
discussion relates. The ability and nobility to stand up, face the
world and tell it the truth are glorious faculties. Some men are so
placed in life that their utterance of the truth is with effect upon
many; their opinions carry weight. Of such are the accountants.
The business and the financial affairs of the country are largely
under their supervision and review. They do not and should not
direct, but it is their task to analyze and reveal. The attention
given them will depend in the long run upon the public’s assurance
that what is made known by them is the whole truth uttered with
out fear or favor. Their duty brings them into communion with
fact; their training and experience give them authority to speak;
the public relies more and more upon them; their courage is the
measure of their power. And without any flight of fancy it may
be claimed that nearly all are unafraid.
Now that accountants are paying rather
more attention than formerly to the
academic side of their vocation there is
an increasing interest in the literature of the science, and the ques
tion is asked repeatedly, “What should an accountant read?”
This might be more easily answered if someone would tell what an
accountant does read. If he is like the rest of us, in these days of
engulfing publication, he probably reads the daily paper, perhaps a
weekly or monthly magazine, some fluffy apology for a novel, or,
when no one is looking, a dull because totally naked exposition of
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sex and sex which may be a short story or a long. This particular
commodity comes these days in all widths and sizes. The average
man reads a great deal—we had almost written a “good” deal
which would have been a dire perversion—of this salacious stuff
and apparently is rather ashamed of himself, as he will not admit
the fact. Usually he just happened to pick up the thing and
having an idle hour or two he glanced hastily through it. The
accountant is of higher than average intelligence, as every profes
sional man must be, and so it is not possible to discover what he
reads by knowing what the general public reads. It is to be hoped
that every member of a profession reads the books and papers
which report the developments of his calling. He must do that at
least if he would avoid being left hopelessly behind in the march of
progress. But what else does the accountant read? It is not
fair to judge the literary tastes of the elder by the manifestations
of the adolescent. If it were, it would be comparatively easy to
answer the question. A careful study of the examination papers
of candidates for examination in accounting reveals as a general
rule an absolute innocence of literary form. No one who had been
accustomed to the reading of good English could lay such violent
hands upon the language as many of these candidates do. An
examination paper is not an ideal vehicle for fine writing and it
would be folly to look therein for meticulous observance of unim
portant laws of grammar, but if the student is conversant with
English he may at least be expected to avoid errors which are an
outrage to every sense of linguistic decency. There are some
papers which are of a different sort. One knows instinctively
that they have been written by men or women to whom the word
culture has a definite meaning. But the greater numbers are
of the unworthy kind and they come, be it noted, from all parts
of the country. There seems to be no vast difference in the
atrocities from east, west, north or south. The average candi
date is unimpeded by any evidence of erudition.
The accountant in practice is in a dif
ferent case. If his training has been at
good schools he may be expected to have
a substantial foundation upon which to rest his experimental
knowledge. He is in touch with the world at large and, if he has a
receptive mind, by the time he has been practising a dozen years
or so he is well informed on a great variety of subjects. He reads
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then because he is interested in world events and he talks with a
degree of authority on many things. But that is not to say that
the accountant as a whole is a wisely eclectic reader. In the
numbers of manuscripts which this magazine receives are many
that are eloquent of the authors’ tastes in reading. Let us illus
trate by a story. Out in South Africa some years ago two editors
were walking into the city of Johannesburg (this was in the closing
years of the pedestrian age when a few men still retained foot
power). They had been attending the laying of a corner stone or
some such affair at one of the smaller towns on the gold reef.
The ceremonies had attracted them because a new high commis
sioner was to make his first public speech in that part of the sub
continent and it was expected that he might take the occasion to
discuss one or two matters of supreme importance to the political
future of the country. For a mile or two of the dusty way these
men walked in silence. Then one of them said without prefatory
explanation, “What would you say has been the order of his
reading? Has the Bible or has Shakespeare the more of his devo
tion?” The other replied, “It is hard to know. Sometimes I
inclined to one and then to the other. Both were constantly evi
dent. ” This true incident indicates the influence of one’s reading
upon one’s speech. Two men of a literary profession could tell at
once that a third man whom they had not met before was a careful
student of the great masterpieces of the English language. The
speaker was not using archaic words; he was not quoting familiar
phrases. The tell-tale characteristic of his speech was the choice
of short, strong words running smoothly, rhythmically, into sen
tences. It requires a close familiarity with the sources of English
to use it with full power and effect. Now, without the least inten
tion of giving offense and with the desire of writing nothing but the
truth, it must be admitted that now and then it has seemed to
some of the literary critics of this country that the authors of
manuscripts submitted for publication have not maintained an
unbroken continuity of contact with the masters.

We have been trying without much suc
cess to confine these notes to a discussion
of the question, What does an accountant
read? What has been said about the writings of candidates and
the manuscripts of contributors to all kinds of magazines may
help to answer the question so far as the writers are concerned, but
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the rest is indistinct. Unfortunately most accountants display no
sense of their obligations. They refuse to write at all; and
thus a great mass of most valuable material is withheld from the
public. About these unliterary accountants and their tastes in
reading one may speculate, but that is all. On the subject of what
an accountant writes, however, we can speak with some authority;
and it must be admitted that the accountant does not write half
enough. We are not speaking now of the pure theorist whose flair
is writing things that nobody cares to read. Scores of books are
appearing which could be forgotten without loss. There is a kind
of literary madness among us which drives its victims to write
books and books. The wonder is that publishers can be found for
such things. The accountant who does not write enough is the
man who has both practical and theoretical knowledge, whose ex
perience has given him an acquaintance with methods and facts
which would be of much help to other practitioners. Such a man
is really not dealing fairly if he does not make a record of his dis
coveries so that those who follow may find the trail without
waste of time and energy in weary search. In the mind of
the practising accountant is a great fund of useful knowledge
which, if it be not written down, will be lost. Say to any account
ant that he is under an obligation to make known what he knows
for the good of the profession and nine times out of ten he will
reply: “Oh, I’m not a writer. I am too busy to write, and I have
no literary gifts.” Have any of our readers ever heard or said
anything like that? That is no answer, however, to the charge
that the finder of new lands should make his discoveries known.
It is not necessary to be a heaven-born literary genius to write a
simple account of things and facts. It is not in the form but in the
substance of technical writings that the value lies. Even if the
writing be inferior it may yield incalculable benefit to the
whole profession, if in it there appear the explanation of some
problem which has hitherto remained unanswered. Will all the
readers of this magazine take this counsel to their hearts?

A reader suggests that it would be ap
propriate to say something about the
good and evil of professional organi
zations. Presumably this request implies a discussion of the
advantages of professional societies. If so the suggestion is
flattering, perhaps, but rather capacious. Books, many books,
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have been written on the subject. Speeches without number have
been delivered. The pamphlets descriptive of the merits of
organization if gathered in one place would tower to heaven.
Everybody knows about the might of unity. The story of the
stick and the fagot is an old tale. Everything in America is
organized almost to death and it does not appear that there can be
anything new to say about the virtues of cooperation. The truth
is that with our national tendency to do everything to excess we
have carried organization to a point where it threatens to become
ridiculous. So, while there can be nothing to say about the good,
there may be a word about the evil. Perhaps that is what our
correspondent had in mind after all. There are so many societies,
clubs, national and local associations and what not that it is impos
sible to know why they are and what they accomplish. It is easy
enough to find out what they promise. Many an organization gets
out its own peculiar kind of trumpet and blows lustily upon it the
tune, “In the sweet by-and-by” or something of that sort.
Nobody should pay much attention to this prophetic strain.
There are false prophets as well as true. The extraordinary thing
is that so many people take promises for pay. A new species, or
perhaps a new variety only, of the primates has evolved. He is
known as the “joiner”, not the useful putter together of wood, but
the associator with anyone who wishes to associate. This new
product of the evolutionary process may be a throwback to the
gregariousness of the neolithic age or it may be some temporary
deviation from the upward growth. Whatever it may be there is
that will join and join and join so long as there remains anything
at all which has not already been joined. There is no great harm
in it all. It makes for the friendliness of people and it affords a
safety valve through which escapes much excess steam that might
be dangerous if confined. It is silly, however, to expect that all
the organizations with which we are overblessed can really do any
good in the world. Perhaps the best gauge of their value and ef
fectiveness is their history. In other words, one should not expect
too much of the organization that has not yet accomplished
anything. When there is a record it will be time enough to look
forward.
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